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Human Rights:  
Middle East Facts  
• • • 
Personal status laws in most 
Arab states subjugate 
women to their husbands or 
male relatives 
(United Nations Development 
Program, 2009) 
1.7% of battered women 
referred to women’s centers 
in the Palestinian Territories 
report abuse to the police 
(Palestinian National Authority 
Ministry of Women’s Affairs) 
Saudi Arabia, which applies 
the death penalty for crimes 
as varied as drug offenses 
and apostasy, executed at 
least 83 people in 2011 
(Amnesty International) 
83% of Egyptian women 
reported being sexually 
harassed, with 50% of those 
occurring on a daily basis 
(Egyptian Center for Women’s 
Rights, 2008 survey statistics) 
Human Rights in Muslim-Dominant Lands 
Social and Cultural Challenges among Palestinians 
 Deborah E. Gibbons 
 
“At the age 11 years old my father started raping me.  He raped me 
all the way up to the time I left the house and got married, and now 
he is raping my sisters.  There is no place we can go, and there is 
nobody we can tell.”  
Muslim woman in East Jerusalem, speaking quietly to women’s 
advocacy volunteers near the Damascus Gate of the Old City 
“There is nothing you can do… you want to see her dead?  Just go 
ahead and keep pushing like you are pushing, because they will kill 
her.”     
Gaza man from a prominent family, when asked 
to confront a rapist and help the victim 
“We are becoming more and more aware that there is a terrible 
situation going on, and we need to figure out what to do with it.”   
Leader of a mosque, reaching out to an international 
organization for help in protecting women from abuse 
Palestinians are descendants of Arabic people who lived between 
the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River during the British 
Mandate years immediately prior to the establishment of Israel in 
1948.  Some Palestinian Arabs hold Israeli citizenship, others reside 
in surrounding nations, and the 2.6 million who live in the West 
Bank and 1.7 million who live in Gaza (2012 statistics) are governed 
by fellow Palestinians.  Many families in the Gaza Strip and the 
West Bank live as semi-permanent refugees in poorly maintained 
concrete-and-stone “camps” that were established by the United 
Nations between 1948 and 1965. 
My first visits with Palestinian people occurred in 2007.  I was 
tagging along with a retired American teacher named Terri, who 
gave free English lessons to small groups of women and children in 
West Bank homes.  My role was to tote supplies, distribute treats, 
and interact with the students.  Without fail, the women graciously 
welcomed us into clean and well-organized houses, offering juice, 
hot tea, or Coca-Cola as soon as guests arrived.  When they saw 
Terri’s old white car approaching, dark-haired boys and girls came 
running.  The children then sat in small circles where they sang 
short songs in English, sounded out a few new words, and earned 
stickers and small candies for their efforts.  The women seemed 
more interested in chatting than in formal study.  Frequent topics 
included families, handcrafts, cooking, and financial concerns that 
were usually blamed on Israelis and on corruption in 
the Palestinian government.  To my surprise, Muslim 
women often wore headscarves in living rooms where 
we met, even though no adult men were present.  
Christian women, of course, did not. 
Many of the families that we visited used silver tea 
sets and sat on faded but well-designed sofas that 
spoke of former prosperity.  A few families in the 
West Bank were (and remain) extremely wealthy, 
largely through tourism, control of land, or profitable 
positions in Fatah or the Palestinian Authority.  Private 
homes tend to have bright flowers or small gardens 
outside, and the finest houses and apartments are 
separated from the trash, dust, and crime of the street 
by barbed wire or spike-topped walls with secure 
metal gates.  I stayed in Terri’s apartment, which was 
outfitted with practical furniture, potable tap water, and desert coolers that struggled against Jericho’s 
summer heat.  From the flat roof of the building, we could see past our stone and steel fence to the 
surrounding neighborhood.  We never dashed out in a hurry because the apartment door, the building door, 
and the double-locked metal gate all required keys to open, even from the inside.  Having no keys, I could 
not enter or exit the building or the parking area without a key-carrying resident, and there was no safe 
route from the roof to the ground.  My American passport brings me through checkpoints with a quick 
wave, but this mini-barrier constrained my day-to-day life. 
Homes in the refugee camps, accessed via unfinished, stony roads, are engulfed in dust, rocks, and trash, 
often crisscrossed with drainage ditches that remain dry through the rainless summer.  Many of the houses, 
while tidy inside, need major repairs, and heavy drapes frequently conceal cracked windows.  Teenaged 
boys, young men, and old men sit or stand in shaded clusters at all times of the day, but women seldom idle 
in the public spaces.  As in other Muslim-dominant cultures, most women stay indoors unless they are 
shopping, in transit, or visiting humanitarian organizations to obtain services or supplies.   
Men rarely step into the crowd when women are vying for resources, instead protecting their personal 
dignity and their family’s interests by sending their wives or daughters to collect donated goods.  During 
loosely-controlled distributions, women routinely 
jostle each other and shoulder their way ahead of the 
men, who generally fall toward the back of the 
human surge, disadvantaged in the competition by 
cultural taboos that prohibit a man from touching an 
unrelated woman.  Donated rolls of vinyl shelf-
covering material were in high demand while I was 
volunteering in 2007 because they could be used to 
cover damaged walls.  Other high-demand donations 
included children’s clothing, laundry soap, and staple 
foods, all needed to care for large Palestinian 
families.  One day, while Terri and I were loading 
boxes of clothing for an upcoming distribution by 
Living Bread International Church, with which she 
partnered, a man rode up on a bicycle. He explained 
Palestinians Obtaining Donated Food, Clothing and Household 
Items from Living Bread Church’s Warehouse near Jericho 
Jericho Home Seen through a Roadside Fence 
in clear English that he had come when they made their 
last clothing distribution.  “I have five children, and 
they really need the clothing, but the place was so full 
of women that I couldn’t enter to get any clothes.”  He 
asked if he might take some things now, so Terri and I 
rummaged through boxes looking for the right sizes 
and holding the items up for him to see if they’ll fit.  
He politely thanked Terri for the help before riding 
away with his bag of kids’ clothing. 
I have seen only a few Muslim women working in 
West Bank shops, mostly alongside their husbands, 
although many hold jobs in Jerusalem and other Israeli 
areas.  An exception during the summer of 2007 was an international project in Bethlehem where dozens of 
local women sold homemade goods from tables in a large building adjoining Manger Square.  The prices 
were high, undoubtedly aimed at tourists, and the environment was spacious, pleasant, and congenial.  
Muslim and non-Muslim women displayed their pickles, olive soap, embroideries, and other products side-
by-side.  Given the difficulties that non-Muslims have faced in the West Bank since control transferred 
from Israeli to Palestinian government, this project addressed two challenging humanitarian issues by 
providing opportunities for women and ensuring that non-Muslims were allowed to participate.  This 
contrasted with most of the international assistance projects that I have seen.  
During that summer, I met a Palestinian military officer who occasionally attended Tuesday-evening 
meetings sponsored by Living Bread Church.  In the meetings, people shared their water bottles (and mine), 
women embraced and tended each other’s children, and many people pitched in to set up and remove the 
chairs, speakers, and portable fans.  Palestinian women opened each meeting with indigenous drums and 
chant-like songs, then an Arabic pastor or the Living Bread leader, Karen Dunham, gave a short message, 
and nearly everyone joined in spirited praying and socializing.  Most of the women in the meetings were 
covered, and many described themselves as “Muslims who love Jesus.”  Under Islamic law, conversion 
from Islam to any other religion is punishable by death.  
Talking with the officer one evening, I asked why I never see his wife.  He replied with a big smile that 
“she stays at home with the children.  Then I go home and tell her.  Would you like to come and meet 
them?”  I felt a little nervous about accepting because I wasn’t sure how I’d get back or how dangerous it 
might be for a non-Muslim woman alone in the camp at night.  Knowing that his English was limited, and I 
could not speak Arabic, I asked a young man who was involved with the church if he might come along to 
interpret and help me find my way home.  He agreed to do this, and we caught a shared taxi directly to the 
moonlit camp.   
Leaving the uneven road behind, we stepped into a bare stone hallway with a comfortable-looking living 
room immediately to the right.  From the doorway, my host motioned toward one of two stuffed sofas, and 
the interpreter entered the room and sat down.  Then the officer walked me farther down the hall to another 
room, apparently the domain of women and children, and he dropped me off there with his mother-in-law.  
She, dressed in black from her snug head scarf to her feet, sat in a straight-backed chair beside a desert 
cooler watching Arabic programming on a large television.  It was a hot evening, and she must have been 
uncomfortable wearing layers of heavy cloth, but she smiled kindly and motioned me to a similar chair 
beside her.  Two sleeping mats completed the furnishings in the large room. 
The officer’s 9-month pregnant wife and her 5-month pregnant sister entered shortly, bringing hot drinks to 
share and then sitting on the floor in front of us.  Both were young, slender, and head-scarfed, wearing 
Jericho Shops 
long, loose abayas.  The women spoke almost no English, but they introduced themselves, their mother, 
and their six children with gestures and smiles.  I quickly exhausted my three-word Arabic vocabulary, then 
sat for a very long time with Mom.  Her left wrist and fingers were swollen, which she showed to me, 
although I could not understand the cause.  She also had a pretty ring on her right hand, which I noted.  
After a few minutes of trying to explain her relationships with the daughters and her sons, she grabbed her 
purse and began rummaging through it.  I thought that she would produce a picture, but instead she pulled 
out a sparkly ring and placed it on my finger.  It was amazing how quickly we had bonded. 
There is a unity among Palestinian women within a family, and this closeness shone from the women I met 
in that room.  With my interpreter sequestered in the living room, or more accurately, with me sequestered 
in the women’s room, communication was difficult.  Nevertheless, we managed to exchange some 
thoughts, and they helped me to understand that Mom held Jordanian citizenship, so she could easily travel 
between Jordan and the West Bank, but the sisters did not.  The officer’s wife brought me her green 
Palestinian pseudo-passport, saying, “this is bad,” and lamenting with her mother their inability to see “Al 
Quds” (Jerusalem).  The sisters’ three eldest brothers held Israeli citizenship because they were born in 
Israel proper to an Israeli father.  The remaining five children were born in Palestinian territory to a 
Palestinian mother, so their father’s Israeli citizenship did not transmit to them.  Each woman’s pseudo-
passport included all of her children in the picture, listed by name and birth date.  The Palestinian father’s 
pseudo-passport included only his likeness.   
During the evening, the sisters brought me juice, then a Turkish cake, and another juice.  They gave me a 
tour of their home, including a large kitchen, with tiles above very long counters, and unfinished concrete 
walls above the tiles.  The boys’ bedroom held three narrow twin beds, all touching side-to-side, and a lot 
of empty floor space.  The children came and went during the evening, the eldest being about seven years 
old.  At one point, the two elder boys proudly stepped up to show me their school reports, with excellent 
grades in all subjects.  They seemed very pleased by my appreciation of their good work, as was their 
mother, who indicated that good school performance is important for their future.  We weren’t 
communicating well enough for me to understand her hopes or the boys’ dreams, but I imagine that they 
would best be fulfilled in a free environment where mother and sons could enjoy basic personal liberties.   
 
 
Families Wade in the Runoff from Elisha's Spring 
Everyday life can be difficult in the Palestinian Territories, where people are challenged by high 
unemployment, limited movement, corrupt government, and inadequate health care. Everyday life can be 
terrible in the Palestinian Territories for those whose basic human rights are routinely violated, and neither 
the law nor the culture offers protection.  The situation with regard to human rights among Palestinians 
reflects Islamic culture that has been passed down from their Arabic ancestors, and it reflects Islamic law 
that was adopted from Jordan and Egypt.  Together, Islamic law and culture create a hierarchy in which 
Muslim men hold the greatest power, especially if they are members of large clans.  Muslim women are 
subject to their male relatives, but they often receive better legal and community-based protection than do 
non-Muslims, whose rights are heavily curtailed. 
What Do We Mean By Human Rights? 
In the United States, human rights form the core of government.  As the nation was founded, freedom-
seeking leaders declared their fundamental assumption, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 
men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among 
these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” (United States Declaration of Independence, July 4, 
1776).  Similar values have long been shared across Europe, most of North and South America, Australia 
and New Zealand.  “Unalienable rights” are natural rights, shared by all human beings, that cannot be 
removed and should not be violated. 
The United Nations adopted a Universal Declaration of Human Rights via General Assembly resolution 
217 A (III) of 10 December 1948.  The preamble states that “recognition of the inherent dignity and of the 
equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and 
peace in the world…”  The Universal Declaration of Human Rights includes 30 articles, the first two of 
which establish the equality of all people:  
 Article 1  
All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with 
reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.  
Article 2  
Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without 
distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other 
opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status. Furthermore, no 
distinction shall be made on the basis of the political, jurisdictional or international status 
of the country or territory to which a person belongs, whether it be independent, trust, non-
self-governing or under any other limitation of sovereignty. 
Human Rights: Building Blocks of Society 
Efforts to establish a justice system “need to be anchored in international standards and the four 
building blocks of society:  freedom of the press, assembly, religion, and women’s rights. It is 
important to get that balance of what is unique to the culture that doesn’t abridge human rights, 
and what are the core human rights that can’t be abridged.” 
Knox Thames, Director of Policy and Research,  
U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom 
The remaining 28 articles of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights specify particular types of rights, 
including that “Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person” (Article 3), that “No one shall 
be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment” (Article 5), and that “All 
are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to equal protection of the law” (Article 
7).  Other articles ban slavery, promote fair legal processes, and guarantee personal freedoms such as belief, 
marriage, religion, expression, assembly and movement.  Additional articles outline civil, social, 
educational, property, and occupational rights.  Article 29 states that the exercise of rights and freedoms 
can only be limited “for the purpose of securing due recognition and respect for the rights and freedoms of 
others and of meeting the just requirements of morality, public order and the general welfare in a 
democratic society.” 
 
Islam and Human Rights 
Islamic law, or sharia, derives from Muhammad’s sayings as recorded in the Quran, examples from his life 
as recorded in the Sunna, and interpretations by sheiks and imams that are often influenced by local 
traditions and culture.  The Quran outlines two sets of ideologies.  The more inclusive and less political 
ideas appeared during Muhammad’s early years while he preached his new religion in Mecca.  The less 
inclusive and more violent ideas appeared after his conquest of Medina while he built and expanded the 
Muslim empire through war.  The Quran legislates all aspects of life, including relationships among 
Muslims and toward non-Muslims.  Because later statements can abrogate (nullify and replace) earlier 
statements, readers may draw incorrect conclusions if they don’t know which verses have been abrogated.   
The Quran (33:25 and others) establishes Muhammad as the ultimate role model, so his biographical 
information provides crucial guidance for Muslim government.  Unfortunately, Muhammad’s seventh-
century tribal behaviors, including forced marriages, torture or enslavement of captives, and cruel 
oppression of non-Muslims, did not provide a good model for defending human rights and building a free 
society.  Nevertheless, several governments base some or all of their law on sharia.  This practice in Jordan 
and Egypt led to unjust laws in the West Bank, and the institution of sharia by Hamas denied human rights 
among the people in Gaza.  
Many Muslim-dominant governments have signed international human rights agreements, but they often 
include a reservation that only rights that align with sharia will be upheld.  This effectively prevents 
freedom of religion and freedom of speech, and it excludes non-Muslims and women from many of the 
intended protections.  Because local interpretations can affect the severity with which Islamic law is 
applied, however, its effects on human rights vary by locale.  Some Muslim dictators have used their 
security forces to preclude violence against minority religious groups, protecting both Christians and 
Muslims.  This was the case in Iraq during the rule of Saddam Hussein and in Syria during the rule of 
Bashar al-Assad.  In contrast, Islamic regimes, such as the Taliban in Afghanistan and Hamas in the 
Palestinian Territories, used their security forces to enact violence against minority religious groups.  At the 
“Under Hamas, personal status law is derived almost entirely from Sharia (Islamic law), which 
puts women at a stark disadvantage in matters of marriage, divorce, inheritance, and domestic 
abuse. Rape, domestic abuse, and “honor killings,” in which relatives murder women for 
perceived sexual or moral transgressions, are common, and these crimes often go unpunished.” 
Freedom House, 2012 Freedom in the World Report 
community level, some nominal Muslims reject the repressive aspects of Islamic doctrine, allowing women 
and non-Muslims equality with Muslim men.  In general, however, Muslim-dominant nations abridge the 
rights of women and non-Muslims through application of harsh, inequitable laws and customs.  Although 
the Palestinian Authority President Abbas ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in 2009, his legal advisor, al-Ouri, later explained that it would 
be implemented only “so long as it doesn’t contravene Islamic code." (Al-Ghussein and Patchett, 2012).  
Human Rights in Israel and the Palestinian Territories  
Israel allows civil and political freedom for its citizens, including those of Arabic descent.  Israel does not 
guarantee similar rights for Palestinian Arabs who lack Israeli citizenship.  A particularly controversial 
issue has been the security barrier, built by Israel as a defense against violent attacks from the Palestinian 
Territories.  The barrier, about 75 percent complete by the end of 2011, reduced Palestinian attacks within 
Israel by approximately 90 percent (Freedom House, 2012).  In the process, however, the barrier separated 
Palestinians from family farms and reduced their access to Israeli jobs and services.  It has kept tourists 
away from Bethlehem and Jericho, which have been popular sites for travelers in the past, and by repelling 
tourists, the barrier has damaged many family businesses.  Finally, isolation from the free world has 
separated many non-Muslims from access to legal protection or external support. 
In contrast to Israel’s general support of human rights, people living under Palestinian governance are not 
free (Freedom House, 2012).  Hamas imposes sharia in Gaza, violently enforcing dress codes, prohibiting 
negative press, and attacking journalists, Christians, and peaceful demonstrators (Freedom House, 2012). 
The Israeli and Palestinian governments regularly violate human rights in the West Bank, as do religious 
and tribal leaders.  Even community life in the Palestinian regions reflects long-standing Arabic traditions 
that violate human rights, including social norms that permit men to dominate their households and 
encourage Muslims to dominate non-Muslims.   
Christians, the main non-Muslim group among Palestinians, are usually tolerated—allowed to run their 
family businesses and participate on the margins of public life—but they do not receive equal protection 
under the law, and they are often subject to threats, extortion, and exclusion from job opportunities.  
Islamist groups and PA officials both intimidate and harass Palestinian Christians on occasion, and 
defamation of Islam is a criminal offense (Freedom House, 2012).  During a visit to Bethlehem in June, 
2015, a local Christian man told me that many Palestinians agree with the practices of Islamic State in Syria, 
and that he has been told, “you believe that Jesus is the son of God?  Then you should be killed.” 
 
 
 Palestinian Christians are often heard in public media proclaiming genuine unity with their Muslim 
neighbors against the Israelis, whose security measures have brought hardship on Christians and Muslims 
alike.  In Bethlehem, for example, the security barrier cut off many Christian families from their farms, 
isolated them from their support networks, and ruined their businesses by drastically reducing the flow of 
tourists into the city (Kartveit, 2012a).  Despite this unified resistance to Israeli control, however, many 
Christian Palestinians suffer ongoing abuse from Muslim Palestinian neighbors.  In the West Bank, several 
large and powerful Muslim families routinely obtain resources at the expense of less powerful groups, 
especially local Christians who have neither the protection of law nor the support of the community.  
Around Bethlehem, powerful Bedouin families have worked extensively with government officials to 
falsify records of land ownership, thereby stealing property, and there is very little recourse for people who 
are not members of a strong family (Kartveit, 2012b).  Christians have been particularly common targets 
for land theft, and I was told by another man in Bethlehem that they are afraid to seek justice because the 
thieves might then harm their families.  Instead, he explained, “many Christians have gone from 
Bethlehem, and it is so sad because this is the town where Jesus was born, but it is not safe for us here.”     
Women who suffer violence in their homes can similarly have little opportunity for relief.  Victims of 
sexual abuse or rape are often afraid to seek help because sex outside of marriage, whether willing or not, is 
seen as shameful.  In Palestinian society, as throughout the Middle East, avoidance of shame and desire for 
honor are strongly held cultural values, and truth or justice are frequently sacrificed to avoid shame.  The 
protection of family honor can be more important than the life of a wife, sister, or daughter, and honor 
killings occur regularly.  According to the Palestinian Independent Commission for Human Rights, 13 
women are known to have been killed by relatives in the West Bank in 2011.  The actual number is 
probably much higher, as honor killings are sometimes disguised as accidents, suicides, or “fate.” 
As in all Muslim societies, men rule their homes, and the Palestinian community seldom defends girls or 
women from abusive fathers, husbands, or other relatives.  In fact, charges of incest can only be filed by a 
close male relative on behalf of the victim, who cannot take legal action on her own.  When rape, incest, or 
465 Violations of Media Freedoms in Palestine in 2014 
Palestinian Center for Development and Media Freedoms (MADA) 
Israeli violation of press freedom: Palestinian violation of press freedom: 
239 in West Bank, 112  in Gaza 90 in West Bank, 24 in Gaza 
 
The Power of Shame 
“To be shamed is the worst thing that can happen, and it affects the whole family.  The 
terrorists know this, and they use it to get people to become mules.  For example, a woman 
was caught having an affair.  Terrorist leaders told her that she had shamed her family, and 
the only way to remove the shame was to become a suicide bomber.  That way, her children 
would not be shamed, and she would go straight to paradise.  She blew herself up in Haifa 
not far from where I was living, along with Dru, Palestinian, and Jewish people.” 
American instructor at Haifa University 
domestic violence comes to the attention of local authorities, the usual response is to quell the disruption as 
quickly and quietly as possible.  Well-intentioned police and judges try to handle domestic violence in 
ways that will protect the woman’s virtue and the man’s honor, thus avoiding potential shame for the 
family, but not necessarily rescuing the victim from her abuser.  Because the importance of honor in 
Middle Eastern society outweighs nearly everything else, the need to protect a family’s honor routinely 
overshadows individual rights. This drive to avoid shame and pursue honor reaches beyond personal 
decisions and customs to influence the laws on which the justice system rests.  As Jallad (2012, page 9) 
explains, “[t]he concept of “honour” is central to many articles in the Jordanian Penal Code of 1960.  
Articles 62, 98 and 340 implicitly legitimise the killing of a female on the basis of her “improper conduct” 
as a way to “restore the honour of the family.””  The Jordanian penal code became a part of Palestinian law 
through Jordan’s prior rule over the West Bank. 
Personal Stories from Rape Victims in Gaza and East Jerusalem  
Karen Dunham, director of Living Bread International Church in Jerusalem and the Palestinian Territories, 
works with Israeli and Palestinian groups to help people who are in need (see companion story).  Her 
organization is one of very few that intervene in rape cases.  Karen shared the following stories to help us 
understand the challenges that they face. 
“There is a girl in Gaza strip.  Her name is [Fatima]1 and she was going to the university in Gaza.  So she is 
part of the Islamic University.  This woman comes from a very, very poor family.  They had no money for 
books; they had no money for anything.  So what happens is the Islamic University manager, the office 
manager, says, “I will give you a job, and you can work in the office and clean the office and then that will 
cover your education.”  It is about, I think, 120 dinars a semester.  It is not a lot of money, maybe $200 a 
semester.  So she has to go work in the offices and do all this kind of stuff.  Well, he ends up raping her, 
and she freezes, and she can’t tell her family, and she can’t say anything to anybody.  She didn’t know who 
to tell.  So she tells me.  I end up counseling her, talking to her, and I get [Saif]1, our representative in Gaza. 
I said, “[Saif], I want you to call the man and tell him that we know he raped her.  I want her to be able to 
go back to work and him leave his hands off her.” 
“[Saif] says, “Mom, no way.  In our society, there is no way.”  He said, “If I call and I say something like 
that to him, his entire family is going to fight with my family.”  He says, “There is just no way.  There is 
nothing you can do.”  He says, “There is no place she can go, and there is nothing you can do.”  That is the 
situation with rapes in the Gaza strip.  In Gaza, they kill them.  [Saif] told me, “Mom, you want to see her 
                                                     
1 Names have been changed to protect individuals from possible harm 
Gaps in Legal Protection for Women in the Palestinian Territories 
“Personal status laws apply principles of Shari’a law to many social issues, such as 
marriage, parental consent, polygamy, divorce, alimony, and child custody. The law 
sets sex-specific rights and duties for the spouses, which reflect the traditional 
gendered relations and patriarchal structure of family relations in the oPt.” 
Taskforce of legal experts from PNA Ministries, the PLC, the police, civil society and academia.  
Palestinian Women and Personal Status Law, Policy Brief, May 2012 
 
dead? Just go ahead and keep pushing like you are pushing, because they will kill her.”  So she left the job, 
and now we are paying her tuition at the university.  We picked up the tuition so she can go to the 
university, but she is not in the manager’s office for any reason.   
“Now, right here at Damascus Gate, a Muslim girl comes up to me and she says, “I am married now.”  We 
had a table outside, sexual abuse awareness, and were handing out brochures in Arabic.  She said to me, 
“At the age 11 years old my father started raping me.  He raped me all the way up to the time I left the 
house and got married, and now he is raping my sisters.  There is no place we can go, and there is nobody 
we can tell.”  This is what the situation is in the Arab community.  They don’t understand social affairs, and 
you dishonor the father or the brother or the family name when you go tell somebody what is going on 
inside of the house.  When you tell somebody, you are dishonoring them.  
“So we are doing the table out here and from the Islamic [al-Aqsa] Mosque—that is the big mosque of 
Israel and Palestine—a leader came to me.  One of the leaders that works in the mosque said, “I want to 
talk to you privately.”  He said, “I just want to tell you right now as Arab people, this is new to us.  We 
don’t know how to handle this situation; we don’t know how to deal with it, but it is something that we are 
becoming more and more aware that there is a terrible situation going on, and we need to figure out what to 
do with it.”” 
Karen and the Living Bread organization provide information and advocacy for abused women, but they 
run into social, religious, and legal barriers that hamper their efforts.  When the abuse occurs within the 
Palestinian Territories, there is seldom any help from the government.  Sometimes they find work-around 
solutions, such as paying Fatima’s university expenses so she won’t have to be in contact with her attacker.  
Karen is developing partnerships with leaders from local mosques who may be able to apply social pressure 
in their communities and with international churches that may contribute resources to change norms about 
protection of women.   
Efforts to Increase Respect for Human Rights in the Palestinian Territories 
Adherence to Islamic law creates a daunting barrier to recognition of human rights.  Corruption among 
tribal and governmental leaders poses additional challenges, as do the social and cultural norms of male 
dominance.  The Palestinian government has indicated its interest in providing a safe environment for 
women and Christians, but Palestinian authorities often cooperate with abusive power-holders rather than 
protecting these relatively powerless groups of people.  Until recently, little progress has been made toward 
empowerment of women or religious minorities, but women’s advocacy is increasing, and education about 
human rights is underway.  Some women in the Palestinian Territories live in fear, but others have obtained 
positions of influence through which they aspire to improve safety, justice, and prosperity for themselves 
and others. Women compose 25% of the Palestinian cabinet, and in 2012, Bethlehem elected a Christian 
Vera Baboun – Bethlehem’s Mayor 
“victory for someone who is head of a local school and a social worker in addition to her 
research in gender studies could mark a new departure for women in a community still 
run along patriarchal lines.” 
Arab Times, Monday, October 15, 2012, anticipating the upcoming mayoral election, which Vera 
Baboun, a Christian woman and member of the moderate Fatah party, won.  Thereafter, her car 
was attacked and she received threats alongside demands that she step down.  
woman as mayor. 
Several nations have devoted significant resources to establishment of human rights in the Palestinian 
Territory, as have the Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of Armed Forces (DCAF) and the United 
Nations.  DCAF and the Palestinian Women’s Centre for Legal Aid and Counselling (WCLAC) convened a 
task force in A.D. 2011 to review family law and make recommendations for protection of Muslim women 
to the Palestinian government (Christian women were explicitly excluded from the assessment).  The 
resulting “Palestinian Women and Personal Status Law, Policy Brief” (2012, pages 2 to 3) recommended 
the following: 
• To raise the legal age of marriage to eighteen years, in line with the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (1989). As a first step to improve the current practice, some 
Taskforce members suggested giving a judge or a committee comprised of judges 
and doctors, the power to decide to marry persons under eighteen years and only 
under strict conditions; 
• To grant women’s testimonies the same weight as that of men in personal status issues;  
• To set legal limitations to polygamy; 
• To take children’s best interest into account when ruling on custody cases, and to 
grant men and women equal custody rights, regardless of their children’s age; 
• To give girls the right to choose the custody of their father or mother (the current 
practice based on the Hanafi School is that, after puberty, only boys choose, while 
girls are automatically placed in their father’s custody); 
• To state that only courts are competent to pronounce divorces, and to give women the 
same rights as men in filing for divorce; and 
• To regulate the use of property jointly acquired by spouses during their marriage, and 
adopt a system of joint funds between the spouses. This would mean that all goods 
and funds that have been acquired after the marriage are considered joint property of 
the spouses. In case of a divorce, the funds would be divided on an equal basis 
between the spouses. Taskforce members recommend making this system mandatory. 
 
A large portion of responsibility for increasing protection of human rights will fall to Palestinian 
community leaders and government, which, thus far, have not been willing to challenge centuries of social, 
religious, and legal precedents.  As more moderate people enter the political forum, however, and as 
moderate people speak out for protection of human rights, recognition of social injustice is spreading, and 
that may be the prelude to establishing freedom and equality among the many Palestinians who have not 
yet experienced it.  
 
  
 Thoughts to Consider   
 
What is the difference between tolerance and equality?  How would you feel if you were tolerated but 
not given equal rights and protection under the law? 
Israel’s security barrier has raised concerns among human rights advocates.  Does Israel have the 
right to close borders to protect its people from shootings and bombings?  How much terrain-based 
risk (e.g., access to high points that snipers could use to shoot at Israelis) should they bear to avoid 
dividing Palestinian-owned land?  Do Palestinians who have not committed violent crimes have a right 
to move freely from the West Bank area into Israel?  Why or why not? 
Is it reasonable to expect practicing Muslims to treat non-Muslims as their equals, given that sharia 
requires unequal treatment? What about women, for whom sharia also demands unequal treatment?   
How might a person who judges his or her actions according to their possible effects on family honor 
differ from a person who judges his or her actions according to personal standards of right or wrong?  
Can you think of situations in which these two perspectives could produce contradictory decisions and 
behaviors? 
Putting yourself in the place of Palestinian police, can you explain why you might negotiate an 
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